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DEATH OF MISS MARY COLES, 1834-1920, THE 

DAUGHTER OF EDWARD COLES, SECOND 

GOVERNOR OF ILLINOIS. 



By W. T. Norton 
A Link With the Past Severed. 

Miss Mary Coles, daughter of Edward Coles, second Gov- 
ernor of Illinois, died at her home in Philadelphia on the 27th 
of October, at the venerable age of 86 years. It may seem 
strange to some that a daughter of a man who was Governor 
of our State nearly a hundred years ago should have lived 
almost to the present day. It is accounted for in this way: 
Edward Coles during the thirteen years of his residence in 
Illinois was a bachelor. He left the State in 1832 or 1833, 
permanently, and made his home in Philadelphia, where he 
married Miss Sally Logan Roberts. He was then 47 years of 
age. Three children were bom of this union, one daughter 
and two sons. The younger son was visiting his kinsmen in 
Virginia in 1861, at the time the Civil War broke out and in 
the mistaken enthusiasm of youth joined the Confederate 
army, to the great grief of his father, and was killed at the 
battle of Roanoke. The older son, Edward Coles, Jr., while a 
summer visitor at Bar Harbor, Maine, a few years ago, was 
killed in a runaway accident. He left two daughters who are 
residents of Philadelphia. After his removal from Illinois, 
Governor Coles made his home in Philadelphia during the re- 
mainder of his life. He died there in 1868 at the advanced age 
of 82. He lived to see the principles of liberty, for which he sac- 
rificed so much, triumphant over the land. He is famous in our 
State history as the man who saved Illinois during his admini- 
stration from becoming a slave State. The late Hon. E. B. 
Washburne, in his ^^ Sketch of Edward Coles," relates the 
events of his remarkable career, in detail, and as this volume 
is found in the State Historical Library, and, in fact, in almost 
every public library in the State, I will not repeat the story of 
his chivalric and philanthropic career. The son of a Virginia 
planter, of distinguished Revolutionary ancestry, he inherited 
from his father's estate a retinue of 25 slaves and a thousand 
acres of land. He was early in life impressed with the sin and 
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curse of slavery and determined never to own or traffic in 
human beings. Under the laws of his State he could not free 
the slaves he inherited and would not sell them. There only re- 
mained the recourse to move to a free State and give them 
their liberty. He made a prospecting tour in the West and 
decided to locate in Madison County, 111. Returning to Vir- 
ginia, he made his arrangements for the migration. After vex- 
atious delays he bade farewell to his kindred and friends, and 
started on his long journey. On the way down the Ohio with liis 
slaves in flatboats he gave them all their liberty. But they 
refused to leave him and followed his fortunes to Illinois. 
Locating in Madison county, he purchased lands in what is 
now Pin Oak township and gave each head of family 160 acres 
of land and provided, otherwise, for the remainder. In 1822 
he was elected Governor and at once aroused the hostility of 
the pro-slavery element by advocating in his inaugural ad- 
dress to the Legislature the repeal of the infamous ** Black 
Laws" of the State. The members of the Legislature retali- 
ated by passing a resolution submitting to the people the 
question of calling a convention to revise the constitution to 
admit slavery. The campaign which followed was the bitterest 
in the annals of the State, but through the heroic and unremit- 
ting labors of the Governor and his associates resulted in the 
triumph of the anti-slavery party and a guarantee that Illinois 
would always, remain a free State. The fame of Edward Coles 
centers in the fact that he consecrated Illinois to freedom. 

Miss Mary Coles, the subject of this sketch, was born in 
Philadelphia in 1834 and that city remained her home during 
her long useful life. She resembled her father in her strong 
convictions and fearlessness in holding them. Her devotion 
to her Master, to her church, and her love for souls was con- 
spicuous. She was wonderfully alive to new methods and 
the needs of the new era. Her life was devoted to religion 
and philanthropy. During the later years of her life she 
was afflicted with blindness, but she rose above the handicaps 
of this affliction and never ceased her efforts for the good of 
others to which she had consecrated her life. 

She did much more than deaconess work in the diocese 
of Pennsylvania. She founded two boarding houses for work- 
ing girls in Philadelphia in addition to her many other bene- 
volent works. In her devotion to others she emulated and 
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duplicated the life-work of her father. Her good works live 
after her. For instance, in her will she left the generous sum 
of $145,000 for missionary work among Indians and Negroes. 
A relative writes: ^*No one could enumerate all her deeds 
of kindness and of love or speak too highly of her generosity. ' ' 
She passed away very peacefully, on the date named above, 
and is at rest in Woodlands cemetery, Philadelphia, beside 
her illustrious father. From the * ' Church News of the Diocese 
of Pennsylvania" I take this tribute, written by Miss Florence 
F. Caldwell, a member of her Bible class : 

^^At a special meeting of the Tuesday Missionary Bible 
class the following minute was passed : 

Miss Coles passed from death into life and from darkness 
into light, on the morning of Oct. 27, 1920, in the 86th year of 
Jier life. Of her devoted family life, of her many warm friend- 
ships, of her boundless hospitality, it is not ours to speak, nor 
of that inner consecrated life known only to herself and her 
God. But the Tuesday Missionary class wishes to express its 
deep gratitude for her influence upon its members during the 
47 years that she was its teacher and devoted friend. 

Miss Coles' distinguishing characteristics were single- 
ness of purpose, absolute sincerity, and a passionate love for 
the souls of men. Her greatest desire for her class was that 
they shall have their hearts filled with * * a personal love for a 
personal Christ." 

She strove to give her pupils not only a deeper knowledge 
of the Bible, which she knew so well, but also by faithful, 
constant repetition to so regulate their daily lives by prayer, 
by reading of the Bible and by the practice of the homely vir- 
tues of punctuality, faithfulness and responsibility, that they 
should influence the lives of those around them. How rich 
a harvest has been reaped from her precepts and her example ! 

And she opened before her class the wide world of mis- 
sions, in which her own interest was so unfailing and so in- 
tense. Her knowledge was no superficial thing, but entered 
into every detail of the field at home and abroad. Not only 
by her generous benefactions but for her personal kindness, 
she was known to the missionaries far and wide. Hospitals, 
schools, missions, all the organized life of the church, claimed 
her interest, and her burning desire was that her class should 
feel the same devotion and sympathy. She used every means 
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in her power to accomplish this end, with what success is 
known to many a mission station at home and abroad. In 
teaching missions her precept was : * Every man has a right to 
know that Christ has come. ' 

But beyond all this was the influence of her consistent 
life, her personal interest in the members of her class, and 
her wise and tender sympathy for each and every one, and also 
her ^ rejoicing with those who did rejoice. ' These are the mem- 
ories that will last to the end of life. 

In darkness and in silence the later years of her life were 
spent. With what fortitude, faith and courage she bore these 
trials all who knew her can bear witness. She loved to choose 
a text for her class — may we not choose one for her: '^The 
path of the just is as the shining light which shineth more 
and more unto the perfect day. ' ' 



